Authentic Learning in Adult Education  by Iucu, Romiţă B. & Marin, Elena
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  142 ( 2014 )  410 – 415 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2014 Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of the Alexandru Ioan Cuza University.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.07.702 
ScienceDirect
 CIEA 2014 
Authentic Learning in Adult Education 
Romiță B. Iucua, Elena Marina* 
aFaculty of Psychology and Educational Science, University of Bucharest, 90 Panduri, 05065, Bucharest, Romania. 
Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to explore the nature of teaching practices for developing authentic learning 
through the process of initial teacher education. Starting from the assumption that authentic learning experiences 
are those that are personally relevant from the learner's perspective and situated within appropriate social 
contexts, this study presents five ways university teachers can support authentic learning. The five ways authentic 
learning can be implemented are related to how to provide students with the opportunity to reflect or how to 
provide students with coaching and scaffolding at critical times, also promoting articulation to encourage students 
to verbalize their knowledge and thinking. Also, teachers have to enable students to use technology and to 
provide the opportunity to collaborate in order to have an authentic learning environment. The study focuses on 
the implications for higher education and its pedagogical practice for cultivating authentic learning in adult 
education with a continuous commitment to constructing self-based, authentic futures. 
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1. Introduction 
Aligning 21st century learning with 21st century learners is a main problem teachers face nowadays. The 21st 
century learning focuses on the idea that students are more likely to be interested in what they are learning, more 
motivated to learn new concepts and skills, and better prepared to succeed in different situations and addresses 
topics that are relevant and applicable to their lives outside academia.  
Authentic learning is defined as learning that is seamlessly integrated or implanted into meaningful, “real-life” 
situations (Jonassen, Howland, Marra, & Crismond, 2008). Also, it is stated that in authentic learning, learners 
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are presented with realistic problems or projects that have realistic purposes and given the opportunity to 
investigate and converse about these problems and projects in manners that are applicable to them and their lives 
(Carlson, 2002; Mims, 2003).  
Moreover, author, Audrey C. Rule, designed four principles state that define authentic learning experiences. 
These principles refer to: 1) focus on practical, lifelike problems that imitate the trade of experts in the field with 
communication of results to individuals outside the classroom; 2) be inquiry-based with an emphasis on 
metacognitive skills; 3) encourage learners to participate in active conversations in a social learning environment, 
and 4) allow learners make choices and guide their own learning in meaningful, task-oriented work (Rule, 2006). 
In an article entitled “Authentic Learning for the 21st Century”, it is introduced to readers the basic elements 
of an authentic learning experience, such as: (Lombardi, 2007). 
 Instructors are encouraged to design activities for their students that match as nearly as possible the real-world 
tasks of professionals in the field.  
 The challenges students are asked to undertake should be complex, ambiguous, and multifaceted in nature, 
requiring sustained investigation.  
 Reflection, self-assessment, and performance review are fully integrated into the exercise. The real-world 
challenge comes with its own criteria for success. Students are held accountable for achieving the milestones 
that practitioners would have to meet under genuine working conditions.  
 Teamwork is as essential to the authentic learning experience as it is likely to be in modern workplace 
settings. Groups of students have to draw on multiple sources and negotiate among multiple perspectives—
including those of the stakeholders (business partners, clients, customers, citizens) who will be impacted by 
their performance.  
 An authentic learning exercise highlights a student’s capacity to affect the world beyond the classroom and to 
make contributions that are  
2. Teachers role in the classroom 
The roles of teachers vary, starting from a resource provider, instructional and curriculum specialist, learning 
facilitator, but a teacher can be seen as a catalyst for change. Teacher leaders can also be catalysts for change, 
visionaries who are “never content with the status quo but rather always looking for a better way” (Larner, 2004). 
Teachers who take on the catalyst role feel secure in their own work and have a strong commitment to continual 
improvement. They pose questions to generate analysis of student learning (Killion & Harrison, 2006). 
Teachers, in order to support authentic learning can adopt the roles of guides, scaffolders, and problem or task 
presenters. This does not mean that teachers cannot continue to provide students with information—the 
difference is that students determine the time and sequence in which information is given. Mainly, the role of the 
teacher focuses on creating environments where students are encouraged to think and explore, having access and 
being invited to make use of various information, such as databases, reference materials, video libraries, and also 
internet sources.  
Teacher’s main goal is to create authentic tasks that provide students with reasons and rationales for learning. 
According to Wagner (2008), students are motivated to learn when their "learning is hands-on and more 
personalized with the result that students perform real-world tasks and produce public products that reflect who 
they are and what they believe and care about".  
3. Pathways towards Authentic Teaching and Learning   
Authentic learning is related to strategies such as personalized learning, community-based learning, and 
project-based learning, among others. In addition, instructional strategies such as demonstrations of learning, 
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capstone project, personal learning plans, and portfolios can e a good way to develop authentic learning among 
students.  
The pathways towards authentic teaching and learning must be governed by activities in which students have 
the opportunity to learn related skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, formal scientific observation, 
note taking, research methods, writing, presentation techniques, and public speaking.  
Delivering authentic tasks has to be a priority for every teacher.  Authentic learning can help students to 
become aware of the relevancy and meaningfulness of what they are learning. Students can also implement 
knowledge in genuine ways, ways that practicing professionals implement knowledge and skill (Newmann, 1991; 
Perkins, 1986). 
Moreover, students help decide what should be learned, the curriculum moves from one that is extrinsically 
imposed to one that is intrinsically driven, and the primary vehicle for learning is through inquiry and discovery.  
Furthermore, when learning is presented as a process of discovery around an authentic task, students are 
thought to develop problem-solving skills and confidence in their own learning abilities (Bruner, 1966; Helgeson, 
1992; Schank, 1992).  Debate and discourse are important in learning because it promotes student thinking and at 
the same time gives students the opportunity to express their opinion, regardless their genre or ethnicity.  As 
stated by author Hess (2009) high-quality education that does not serve the goals of equality is really not high 
quality at all … schools have not just the right, but also the obligation, to create an atmosphere of intellectual 
and political freedom that uses genuine public controversies to help students discuss and envision political 
possibilities. Addressing public controversies in schools not only is more educative than quashing or ignoring 
differences, it also enhances the quality of decision-making by ensuring that multiple and competing views about 
controversial political issues are aired, fairly considered, and critically evaluated.  
4. Five Ways to Support Authentic Learning through the Process of Initial Teacher Education (ITC) 
Starting from the assumption that authentic learning experiences are those that are personally relevant from 
the learner's perspective and situated within appropriate social contexts we present five ways teachers can support 
authentic learning.  
The reason of choosing these five ways to support authentic learning through the process of initial teacher 
education is related to the importance of giving students a more empowering role in their own education, leaving 
our students to take charge of their own learning. 
All these five ways to support authentic learning were taken into consideration while designing the lecturers 
for 2nd year students enrolled in the Educational Sciences Department in order to provide students with an 
innovative and unique learning experience.  
4.1. Providing students with coaching and scaffolding at critical times 
Teachers nowadays have to focus on serving the needs and aspirations of the individual. Individuals come 
from diverse backgrounds and had diverse experiences. So, a teacher’s role is related to guiding, and also he must 
be seen as a helper available to provide contextualized instruction. In this study we refer to contextualized 
instruction as the process of using particular situations or events that occur outside classes or are of particular 
interest to students to motivate and guide through the learning process. In the process of initial teacher training, 
contextualizing often takes the form of real world examples or problems that are meaningful to students. These 
are situations in which students may have some experience, either directly or indirectly, with prior to or in 
conjunction with the ideas presented during lecturers, and so students can learn to relate content idea to problems 
and situations meaningful in their lives and the real world. 
Furthermore, teacher’s role does not end with providing students with contextualized instruction. It evolves 
more than that, it must focus on finding valuable and meaningful ideas throughout this process of students 
sharing ideas, ideas that can be related to the subject proposed for discussion during the course. 
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Providing students with coaching and scaffolding at critical times is an important role that all teachers have to 
be aware off in order to provide authentic learning environments. It has also an important role in building positive 
and long-lasting implications for students' academic and social development. 
4.2. Provide students with the opportunity to reflect. 
Starting from Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model that considers reflective observation as an integral 
part of the learning cycle, we believe that experience leads to observation, reflection about that experience, and 
ultimately the development of new insights or conclusions which shape different action in the future. 
Teachers have the responsibility to allow students to compare their thoughts and ideas to experts, teachers, 
and to other students in order ensure a deep understanding of knowledge. Critical reflection can also be used as a 
way to integrate theory with practice, can facilitate insight, and stimulate self-discovery. By inviting students to 
question, for example contemporary learning theories, students can better understand the concepts presented by 
studying the positive and negative aspects of a theory.  
Teachers do have to have a role in facilitating reflection in the classroom by emphasizing metacognitive 
strategies that can help improve student academic performance. Two ways to incorporate reflection into the 
classrooms is by reflective journaling and reflective portfolios. Reflective journaling is referred to as “an 
especially successful strategy for helping move the adult learner toward higher levels of critical (i.e., analytical) 
thinking, and personal insight” (Hubbs & Brand, 2005: 63). Diagnostic-reflective portfolios can also be used for 
reflection, as students set goals for themselves, look at past work samples, and reflect on their progress (Courtney 
& Abodeeb, 1999). Both ways enables students to be involved in such activities that will allow them to present, 
in an authentic way, what they have managed to acquire during lectures and course.  
4.3. Provide the opportunity to collaborate. 
Support collaborative construction of knowledge may be the key to a deeper learning. When students work 
together they learn from one another and extend their interaction and learning outside of classroom. According to 
Mitnik, 2009, collaborative learning is based on the model that knowledge can be created within a population 
where members actively interact by sharing experiences and take on asymmetry roles.  
Moreover, students are expected to exhibit a high level of interaction with their topic as they work in 
collaboration with their partner. An authentic learning focus on building substantive conversation in the 
classroom, where students are expected to share their ideas and thinking in situations that are not completely 
scripted or controlled. The one that is in charge of the content is not the teacher, but the student.  
Another significant benefit of collaborative learning is the positive bonding experience that occurs among the 
members of each group when everyone is contributing to a common goal. Also, all students must be encouraged 
to participate in some way to really enhance the collaborative benefits. 
4.4. Promote articulation to encourage students to verbalize their knowledge and thinking. 
Teachers must give students the chance to articulate and verbalize their knowledge and thinking because 
articulation enables tacit knowledge to be made explicit. Teachers must be aware, when building tasks, if the task 
requires students to discuss and articulate beliefs and growing understanding or if the task requires the creation of 
a polished product that requires presentation of thought and argument. Another key element that teachers should 
take into consideration is providing students with tasks that will enable presentation and defence of arguments. 
The advantages that well build tasks have are related to building Higher-Order Thinking, because students will be 
required to report findings in a creative format. This kind of assignments displays a strong engagement in higher 
order -- analysis, synthesis and evaluation, essential element to success in one assignment.  
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An important aspect of learning is for students to be able to communicate what they know, so teachers need to 
encourage their students to verbalize their own knowledge so that they can learn more efficiently. When students 
listen effectively they generate questions to further everybody's thinking and learning. When students generate 
ideas they can be involved in debates, where they will be encouraged to give different types of responses, and 
also they can learn how to develop convincing arguments, so that teachers and students can learn from one 
another. This also encourages students to back up what they believe and it allows teachers to really get a good 
idea of what kind of conceptual knowledge students have about certain topics. 
4.5. Enable students to use technology  
Technology offers great advantages for authentic environments, because technology can provide scaffolds for 
the students, and can allow students access to tools not normally encountered in schools. Also, teachers may 
encourage students to take notes on a laptop or consult materials that are related to the topic. Inviting students to 
find out more about different topics will give students a sense of empowerment in the classroom, because they 
will be the one that will have to search the information, select the valuable information and then create an opinion 
about what they have discovered. Doing this, student may develop learning skills, such as thinking and problem-
solving skills, information and communication skills, and interpersonal and self-directional skills. By 
empowering students to use technology, 
Moreover, technology can make lessons more memorable by employing a variety of different learning styles, 
because most students have a distinct learning preference, meaning they take in information best by either seeing, 
hearing, or moving their bodies.  
5. Conclusion  
Authenticity in teaching involves features such as being genuine, becoming more self-aware, being defined by 
one’s self rather than by others’ expectations, bringing parts of oneself into interactions with students. Students 
must become comfortable with the real-world problems and in order to do that they have to be engaged in 
activities where students take part in activities directly relevant to the application of learning and that takes place 
within a culture similar to the applied setting. Also following these five ways to support authentic learning that 
were taken into consideration while designing the lecturers will prepare students “to deal with ambiguity” and put 
into practice the kind of “higher order analysis and complex communication” required of them as future 
professionals.  
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